eliminates the subjective predilections of the translator, a contextual translation endeavors as much as possible to minimize subjectivity and place the text into its original setting.
It is our duty to praise the Lord of all, to ascribe greatness to the former of creation, that he did not make us like the nations of the lands And did not place us like the families of the earth. That he did not make our lot like theirs, nor our fate like all their multitudes. For they bow to vanity and emptiness, and pray to a god who does not save. But we bow and prostrate and thank the king of kings, the holy one blessed is he. For he stretches out the heavens and establishes the earth. His seat of glory is in the heavens above, and his powerful presence is in the highest heights. He is our God, there is no other. He is our true king, there is no other. As it says in his Torah: "Know therefore this day and keep in mind that the Lord alone is God in heaven above and on earth below; there is no other" (Dt. 4:39).
Therefore, we hope in you, Lord, our God, to soon see your powerful splendor. (And to see you) remove detestable things 2 from the earth, cut down idols, and perfect the world in the kingdom of the Almighty. All flesh would (then) call on your name, all the wicked of the earth would turn to you. All that dwell in the world would acknowledge and know that to you every knee bends and every tongue swears. Before you, Lord our God, they will bow and fall (upon their knees), tional analysis of these two types of exegesis, see Uriel Simon, "The Reli- part of the introduction to Malkhuyot in the liturgy for Rosh Hashanah in all rites. While there is one Genizah fragment that contains Alenu in the liturgy for Yom Kippur in its Musaf service, it was incorporated into the liturgy for Yom Kippur at a slightly slower pace than it was into that of Rosh Hashanah. Alenu gradually became one of the concluding prayers of daily services beginning in the twelfth to thirteenth centuries in the Franco-German region. It entered the morning Shaḥarit service first, and within a couple of centuries, it concluded all services, three times a day, throughout the entire liturgical year.
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The reason for this immense extension of this prayer's recitation (from three times a year on the High Holidays to three times a day, every day) has been much studied. Stefan Reif denigrated attempts to explain it as a result of the supposed chanting of Alenu by the martyrs in the blood libel in Blois in 1171, writing, " [S] uch tendencies to see all Jewish liturgical developments as the result of persecution are not historically convincing, especially since the more general usage seems to have predated the massacre." Reif's own explanation is that Alenu was added at the end of the newly canonized morning, afternoon, and evening services because of "the need for formal conclusions to match what had come to be regarded as the formal body of the liturgical text." 10 In other words, there was nothing specific about the content of Alenu that recommended it to serve as the conclusion of the thrice-daily services; it simply fit the need for formal conclusions to these services which themselves had recently become canonized by geonic authority.
While Reif is correct that the "lachrymose" theory of Jewish history has been marshaled too often in explaining liturgical innovation, in this case, it may be warranted. He cites no examples to support his claim that the "general usage" (i.e. Before Alenu can be documented in the liturgy, it appears in an ancient mystical text that is almost certainly earlier, in Ma'aseh Merkavah, part of the Hekhalot or Merkavah mysticism literature. There, R. Akiba recites the prayer in gratitude for emerging safely from the experience of being granted heavenly visions as a "descender to/in the chariot," that is, a mystic who has ascended heavenward to view the hekhalot, "sanctuaries," the angels, and, ultimately, God. The two recensions of this prayer both resemble closely the liturgical text of Alenu (including the second paragraph), but there are some differences, most strikingly that both of the Ma'aseh Merkavah texts mingle singular and the plural subject(s)/speaker(s), while the liturgical versions of Alenu include only the plural forms. Thus instead of beginning with Alenu leshabbe'aḥ, "It is our duty to praise," the longer recension begins, Alai leshabbe'aḥ, "it is my duty to praise." Both then go on to say, in the plural, shelo asanu, "who has not made us," but then return to the singular in the phrase shelo sam of Jewish approaches to the Other. Our survey will demonstrate a movement from an ancient and medieval severely negative image to a softening and eventual rejection of the obvious meaning of the received language in the modern period as Jews find ever greater acceptance.
1. Alenu in the Hekhalot Literature: The Negative Image of Non-Jewish Nations Ma'aseh Merkavah depicts Rabbi Akiva as narrating the details of his mystical ascent to Rabbi Yishmael. In the final stage of his visionary journey, he relates, "I saw 6,400,000,000 angels of service before the throne of glory, and I saw the knot of the tefillin 26 of (a multi-word, untranslatable, name) the God of Israel, and I gave praise for all of my limbs." Following this, is the text of Rabbi Akiba's praise, namely, Alenu. "Praise" (shevaḥ) is, of course, the root of the second word in Alenu.
Here, the meaning of Alenu flows from its specific setting as the climax of a successful cosmic journey. 27 Alenu expresses Rabbi Akiba's thanksgiving for his safe ascent and vision of God upon God's throne of glory. Rabbi Akiba's immediate turn from personally experiencing the reality of Israel's God in the most palpable, forceful, compelling, and persuasive way to declaring, over and over, the falsity of nonJewish nations' worship constitutes a most rhetorically powerful condemnation of the non-Jewish Other. This censure of the Other's mistaken worship is the central message of his "praise." This service embeds three clusters of ten biblical verses on the themes of God's sovereignty, remembrance, and the shofar respectively.
28
Prayers introduce and conclude each cluster, leading, in the repetition, to a series of shofar blasts. Alenu's two paragraphs surround the Malkhuyot ("Kingship verses") and consequently the root m-l-kh, "king," occurs four times in the first paragraph and seven times in the second paragraph.
This focus on God's kingship shapes the central message of Alenu in this context. Worshipers enact the role of loyal subjects of their divine king, publicly and communally declaring their allegiance at the beginning of a new year. One of the classic roles of the Other is to function as a foil against which a people defines itself. 29 The message proclaimed as 28 The structure and content of these sections is discussed in mRH 4:6-8; bRH 32b, and yRH.4:7, 59c. 29 another new year begins is "we" are not like "them." "We" serve the one and only true divine king. "They" serve false London and in a few parallels from that world, we find a grotesquely expanded version of this line, as follows: 32 For they bow to vanity and emptiness-a man of ash, blood, bile, rotting flesh (inhabited by) maggots; (those who bow down to this man are) defiled men and women, adulterers and adulteresses, dying in their iniquity and rotting in their wickedness, decaying in the dust, rotten with maggots and worms-and pray to a god who cannot save.
As Ruth Langer observes, "This is apparently a direct reference to Jesus, emphasizing his base humanity and denying his resurrection; it asserts in graphic terms that his body decomposed like anyone else's." 33 What is arresting is the particular vehemence, intensity, and fervor with which this version transforms the prayer to express a complete disdain and scorn for the specifically Christian Other.
The fact that this version of Alenu is not known beyond a few, isolated manuscript leaves is not surprising. If anything, the fact that this reading survived Christian censorship at all is remarkable. Nevertheless, given the overall theme of the prayer, it is not altogether unexpected that it became the locus for an expansion to vehement anti-Other wording. Israel Yuval hypothesizes that these sharply worded versions of Alenu may have responded to the martyrdom of the Jews at Blois in 1171. Further, he suggests that adding Alenu to the daily service may have been a kind of "refutation" of the Christian prayer Te Deum laudemus (We Shall Praise You, O God), which-claims Yuval-is similar in content to Alenu and also began as an ancient prayer that only gradually became statutory. 34 Yuval's theory is quite suggestive even though he somewhat exaggerates his evidence. He assumes that the Jews actually sang Alenu as they were burned to death at Blois, 35 while those chronicles may well be apocryphal or exaggerated. 36 There are several parallels in content between Alenu and Te Deum, but it would not be difficult to find similar parallels with many prayers that praise God. Finally, a slow transition from sporadic recitation to statutory status is a typical of many prayers in many religions. Still, Yuval's approach is provocative. Jewish reactions to persecution were sometimes expressed liturgically, and it frequently took some time for those liturgical reactions to coalesce. 37 Even if clear lines of causality cannot be drawn between this extreme version of Alenu and the reactions to the martyrdom at Blois, they may well be linked. The graphic negativity of this version of Alenu, in precisely this period and region, is clearly a reflection of Jewish angst and anger. By portraying the founder of Christianity and his followers in the image of rotting and decaying corpses, this prayer may be foisting the horrifying visions of Jewish victims of Christian anti-Semitic violence onto its perpetrators. 34 Yuval, Two Nations in Your Womb, 192-203. 35 See above in the discussion of the prayer's history. Likewise, Hanoch Avenary, "Aleinu le-shabbe'ah," Encyclopedia Judaica, ( Several sources expanded the interpretation to include Muhammad (and therefore, his adherents) as well. 39 None of the texts that contain this allusion derive from lands with sizable Muslim populations. The likelihood is that one inventive interpretation sparked another in its wake, and once variq was interpreted as representing and condemning Jesus, 40 I have heard that one ought to (have in mind as one) prays (the words) "to vanity and emptiness" that in gematria (these words are equivalent to) Jesus and
Muhammed. This proves that all who believe in those two bow down "to vanity and emptiness."
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It did not take much time before these interpretations aroused the wrath of non-Jewish, especially Christian, authorities. The most famous Christian accusation in Ashkenaz that Jews cursed Jesus through the recitation of Alenu is from a 1399 book of apologetics, Sefer Nitsaḥon, by Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann Muehlhausen. In the book's appendix, he attempted to rebut the charges of a Jewish apostate known as Pesah (who, upon converting to Christianity, changed his name to Peter).
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It is more than likely that this was not an isolated incident. Pesah-Peter makes a number of charges, both impugning the Jewish religion and accusing the Jewish community of cursing Jesus and Christianity in Alenu. In Muehlausen's counterargument, he denies in several creative ways that Alenu has anything to do with Jesus or Christians. Whether or not Muehlhausen fully believed his own arguments is not entirely less meaning "His seat of glory" including hadaro, kevodo, umoshavo hayaqar, bemoshav hadaro, umoshav tifarto, vekhise khevodo, etc. 41 Wieder, "Regarding an Anti-Christian Gematria," 454, n. 7. sions, and he (therefore) began to recite, "It is our duty to praise the Lord of all, to ascribe greatness to the former of creation" (i.e., the prayer Alenu, whose next lines condemn the idol-worship of the nations).
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One motivation for this assertion was apparently to justify adding Alenu to the daily worship. If such an ancient and important personality were, in fact, the author, then certainly the prayer merited recitation on a more frequent basis than just the High Holidays. 48 As we have seen, there were already anti-Christian and anti-Muslim interpretations of Alenu in Jewish sources in the thirteenth century as well as anti-Christian interpretations from earlier times. This explanation, then, by placing the prayer's origins long before the advent of Christianity, perhaps constituted an apology, denying that this statement against contemporary Others was the original intent of the prayer. The most influential text of Kabbalah is the thirteenthcentury Zohar. There, the source of non-Jewish souls is "the other side," (sitra aḥra), i.e., the demonic realm, and non-Jews are considered sub-human. A typical passage reads, "(O)n the other side, side of impurity: the spirit spreading through the other nations emerges from the side of impurity. It is not human (Adam), and so does not attain this name. 51 Regarding Alenu's words, "That he did not make us like the nations of the lands," this commentary presents two striking images. The first is that Israel resembles the fruit and trunk of a tree while the nations resemble branches that must be pruned so that the tree itself and its fruit might flourish.
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The second image is that the nations are sustained by the divine energy overflowing from the Land of Israel, like dogs who wait under the table for a bone to fall. The common thread between these metaphors is that the nations of the world are demonic forces that feed off of the divine flow of blessing vouchsafed from God only to Israel. In Alenu, then, when the worshiper recites "That he did not make us like the nations of the lands," the worshiper is expressing gratitude for not being a member of the sub-human, demonic, non-Jewish nations who sustain themselves only by sapping the divine energy that overflows to Israel.
This extremely negative image of non-Jews was certainly known and of great influence on later Kabbalists. This is quite obvious in the writings of R. Isaac Luria (1534-1572, Ottoman-ruled Palestine), the central figure in the great Kabbalistic renaissance in sixteenth-century Safed. Luria did not write down most of his teachings, but his disciple, R. Ḥay-yim Vital, did. De Leon's basic approach is quite evident in Luria's commentary on Alenu. Luria equated the "the nations 386, there were parallel medieval Christian views of the demonic nature of the Jews. of the lands" and "the families of the earth" with the qelipot. 53 Qelipot in Lurianic Kabbalah are demonic "shells" that have no separate existence, but derive their vitality from the sparks of holiness that they encompass. Luria taught that it should be "our intention (when reciting Alenu) to cause the qelipot to disperse and capitulate … and when we praise God and denounce the qelipot (by reciting these lines in Alenu), then the qelipot capitulate." Thus, in Luria's view, Alenu is a kind of incantation: When a Jew recites its praises of God and denounces the gentile nations (who are the embodiment of the demonic), the demonic forces break up and withdraw from the presence of the Jews at worship. While Luria was not the only Kabbalist who taught this interpretation of the Other in Alenu, 54 Luria had, by far, the greatest influence on subsequent Harold Bloom has taught us that all writers respond to those who wrote before them. 57 When it comes to the world of religion, where saints and events of the past are often literally venerated, this insight is even more astute. Given the immense popularity of Luria's kabbalistic vision, almost any Jewish writer who commented on a prayer like Alenu would have been influenced by this interpretation from the time that Luria's teachings gained traction in the early modern period until the Enlightenment presented reasons to counteract the essence of this interpretation.
The Early Reform Movement: The Negative Image of the Others Deleted or Interpreted Out of Existence
As the early Reform movement accepted a modern, liberal approach to non-Jews, it grew uncomfortable with the idea of Israel's chosenness. 58 The rank and file of the nascent Jewish liberal movement could usually ignore talmudic and midrashic examples of this idea since these volumes were not well known to them, whereas they encountered the liturgy regularly. Alenu, going beyond merely asserting the chosenness of Israel to declare that Israel alone worships the true God, became a focus of modification. One trend in the initial liberal prayer books was to interpolate wording within the translation that identified the Other as pagans who worshiped idols, i.e., not Christians, but earlier peoples. A good example of this reading comes from the 1853 liberal prayer book published in Aachen, Germany.
The Hebrew text of Alenu is unchanged, but the German translation of one of the early lines in the prayer reads:
…that Thou hast redeemed us of all false belief and superstition, and enlightened us with the light of Thy revelation. Not before wood and stone, wrought by the hand of man, and not before silver and gold, refined by the smelter's fire, but before Thee, the King of Kings, the All-Holy do we bow down.
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Another particularly interesting instance derives from Joseph Saalschütz's 1859 (Koenigsberg) German paraphrase of the prayer book, meant to accompany the traditional Hebrew. This reads, in part, "…that He hath not let us be like the pagans, and that He hath given us a lot different from that of their large multitude." A footnote explains, "Two thirds of mankind, as is known, still belong to paganism. Israelites, Christians, and Mohammedans together represent only one third of the inhabitants of the earth." 61 Another technique that early Reform prayer books employed was to delete the contrast to the Other, at least in the beginning of the prayer. This required some significant rewriting. These amended versions now constructed chosenness positively, praising God for giving the Jews a true understanding of God's oneness and omitting any mention of the other nations. For example, in Abraham Geiger's 1870 prayer book, instead of the traditional line shelo sam ḥelkenu kahem, "(God) did not make our portion like theirs," we find shesam ḥelkenu leyaḥed et shemo, "(God) made our portion 60 Cited in Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform in Europe, [301] [302] . 61 Cited in Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform in Europe, 302. See also pp.
6-7.
to unify his name."
62 Both of these trends-eliminating any mention of the distinction between Israel and the other nations, as well as identifying the Other as idol-worshiping pagans-are found in many liberal prayer books of the nineteenth century; sometimes both are found in the same prayer book, with one of these ideas found in the Hebrew version of the prayer and the other in the translation. 63 The leaders of liberal Jewry in mid-nineteenth century Germany and other western European countries sought to communicate a less triumphalist stance to their own adherents as well as to the non-Jewish community. Liturgical change did not happen all at once, nor was there general agreement to modify one or another particular prayer. At Adath Jeschurun in Amsterdam, for example, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, civil equality had become a fact, and beyond a few deletions in the service (including the vengeful Av Haraḥaman from the Crusader period), the main modifications were only esthetic. 64 At the other extreme, we find Rabbi Aaron Chorin (1766-1844) who advocated for the complete removal of Alenu from the prayer book, insisting from his pulpit in Hamburg "repeatedly (even tediously) that Jews were required to treat Christians as 'brothers' no less than fellow Jews." 65 Still, the general tendency was to emphasize universalism and to downplay Jewish particularism. The alterations to the text of Alenu documented in this section ought to be contextualized in the general movement among German and European liberal Jewry away from supremacist nationalism and toward universalism. In its first part it proclaims the sharp contrast between our own concept of God and of our relationship to Him, and that of the other nations of mankind. But in the second part of this prayer beginning with al ken, etc., we cite our own concept of God as the basis of our firm confidence that one day all the rest of mankind, too, will return and dedicate itself wholly and without reservations to the exclusive service of God, the One Sole God, and we express the fervent hope that this day may come to pass soon and that we may see it with our own eyes.
According to the teachings of Judaism, however, such a hoped for "return" is not meant to be identical with a mass conversion of all men to Judaism; it will be no more than the conversion of all mankind to true humanity. It merely means that all men will then recognize God, the One Sole God, as the only God in Heaven above and on earth below, and do Him homage forever by living a life of loyal obedience in accordance with the universal moral law which has been handed down in the Torah of Judaism for all the rest of mankind as well to follow. Hirsch's approach to universalism and to Christianity is complicated. He did not believe that the non-Jewish Other was required to convert, en masse, to Judaism. He also held Christianity in high esteem because of that religion's acceptance of the Old Testament as holy. On the other hand, he believed that non-Jews were obligated to observe the seven Noahide laws. For Hirsch, the Noahide laws equaled the universal moral law. Part of the complication is that identifying all of the Noahide laws is very difficult, if not impossible, without access to the Rabbinic tradition. Therefore, even for Christians, even though conversion to Judaism is not required, correct knowledge of what is required comes only through knowledge of at least parts of the Jewish religion. Hirsch's interpretation of Alenu reflects this multifaceted approach. He apparently claims that Alenu only expresses the hope that all of humankind will recognize one true God and accept "the universal moral law" -with the emphasis on the word "universal." Yet, his equating "the universal moral law" with "the Torah of Judaism" expresses his ambivalence.
It is interesting to compare Hirsch's approach with that of some of the early reformers surveyed in the previous section. Hirsch did distinguish the Jewish conception of God from that of the nations much more clearly than the liberal prayer books of nineteenth-century Germany. The reformers did not deny a unique role to the Jewish people. They did take pains, however, to frame that special role in the positive and did not compare it to any negative roles of the nations. Hirsch in contrast attempted to frame in universalist terms an essentially supremacist role for the Jewish people. For the Orthodox Rabbi Hirsch, as for the German and other European liberal rabbis, Alenu became an important locus to articulate an image of the non-Jewish Other. All of them struggled to balance traditional Jewish views with the emerging spirit of tolerance and acceptance. 68 Consequently, the earlier defensive or apologetic stance remains to some degree apparent in their work. They are no less concerned about how the non-Jewish world would judge the prayer than about the reaction of their fellow-religionists to the harsh view of the Other in Alenu; all but ultra-Orthodox Jews have, to various degrees, accepted modern, western, liberal views of the Other. Likely, part of this softened image of the Other results from their difficulty in admitting, even to themselves, an abhorrence for this traditional prayer. In popular works, a desire to provide a 68 The same basic approach is found in Reuven Kimelman, "Is Judaism Too Important To Be Left Just to Jews?: The Sh'ma and the Alenu," in All the World: Universalism, Particularism, and the High Holy Days," ed. 69 Elbogen evinces no irony in this statement. He appears to consider triumphalism praiseworthy and of great spiritual value. Interestingly, he does not ameliorate this by invoking the claim that the prayer was written against pagans before the advent of Christianity. Jakob J. Petuchowski expands upon Elbogen's interpretation in his 1968 Prayerbook Reform in Europe. He understands Alenu's traditional text to present "a balance" between the particularistic tendency in Jewish tradition (in the first paragraph of the prayer) and the universalistic tendency (in the second paragraph). 70 However, both paragraphs of Alenu together form a cohesive message: The first paragraph declares that we, Israel, are grateful that we worship the Lord of all; all others worship nothingness. The second section expresses a straightforward plea that since the other nations erringly worship false gods -therefore, may you, God, cause all people to accept you as the one God.
In straining to identify a very limited vision of "universalism" in this popular prayer and to shield it from charges that it was irredeemably particularistic, Petuchowski defends 69 Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, 71. 70 Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform in Europe, 298. the trend of early Reform prayer books to add the words "heathens" and "pagans" to their translations of the first paragraph of Alenu, writing, "This approach to the translation of that prayer has, on occasion, been criticized as being too 'apologetic' and something less than completely honest. Actually the original version of the 'Alenu prayer completely justifies this kind of translation." In support of this claim, he cites the censored line, "For they bow to vanity and emptiness, and pray to a god who does not save." He continues:
From this original version of the prayer it can clearly be seen that the contrast between Israel and the other peoples was motivated by the consideration that "they bow down to vain and worthless things; but we bow down to the King of Kings." The meaning of "nations of other countries" and "families of the earth" [elsewhere in the prayer] is, therefore, quite definitely that of "pagans" and heathen tribes" and the "modernized" translations we have mentioned are thus quite justified.
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Petuchowski here seems to hint at the same principle that stands behind the medieval attribution of authorship of Alenu to Joshua, namely, that the prayer was written contra idolworshiping pagans and not monotheistic Christians. The weakness in his argument is that he does not marshal true evidence to support this assumption. One wonders whether or not his desire to contribute to improving relations with Christianity affected his more typically rigorous approach to the analysis of liturgical texts. We will encounter this approach in other, modern, interpretations of Alenu below.
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Reuven Hammer also holds that Alenu was written during the pre-Christian era, justifying the negativity since it 71 Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform in Europe, 299-300. 72 This same approach also appears in Menachem Kellner, "Overcoming The nations are to be pitied and we -Israel -are the fortunate ones, for God has shown us the truth and permitted us to worship Him, while they are still praying to emptiness. The Lord alone exists. Twice we are told, "There is no other," a phrase that is even more powerful in the Hebrew with its two staccato beats: ein od. Such a statement must have been written at the height of the conflict between idolatry and Judaism, when Judaism wished to defiantly vaunt its creed in opposition to all else.
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A subsequent statement underlines this apology: "We are not praising God for creating us different from others in some absolute sense. We do not claim superiority. Our only advantage is the fact that we recognize and worship the true God while others are misled into idolatry." 74 Hammer, here, attempts to soften the negative view of the Other in Alenu Nevertheless, to accuse the Other of failing to "recognize and worship" the true God is very strong criticism. To Hammer's credit, he does admit in his prayer book commentary that "in the Middle Ages, Jews and Christians both came to understand the line (about bowing down to nothingness) as directed against belief in Jesus…" For all that, his understanding of Alenu permits him to evaluate the whole prayer positively, writing "Indeed, it is an original, unique, and quite magnificent creation of unknown writers, worthy of standing with the best of the biblical writings." The Orthodox version-cited from a prayer book commonly used in the United States-offers the full text of Alenu; it is the only one to include the full censored line albeit in parentheses. Its translation does not veer from the contextual meaning in any significant way. That is the approach of this edition in general: its translations are more consistent than the liberal Siddurim with the contextual meaning of the Hebrew, and it evinces much less concern for modern, western, notions of universalism. Nevertheless, that is not always true of its commentary. While its commentary on Alenu affirms that the prayer makes clear and distinct divisions between Israel's proper worship of God and the nations' failure to serve God correctly, it quotes Samson Raphael Hirsch's claim that the prayer does not imagine a mass conversion to Judaism. Thus, this prayer book, too, attempts to soften the attack on the nations' religions by claiming that "only" a switch to the proper view of God is necessary.
The editors of all of the non-Orthodox prayer books surveyed face a dilemma in rendering Alenu. On the one hand, as part of their adherence to the basic structure of the traditional service and its markers, all of them continue to include it as the conclusion of nearly all worship services as well as in a central position on the High Holidays. On the other hand, they are all uncomfortable with the traditional text's negative portrayal of the non-Jewish Other, often substantially rewriting or translating it to re-interpret the most offensive lines.
Consequently, they all downplay the harsh treatment of the Other. The Conservative, Reconstructionist and Reform prayer books obfuscate the "us" versus "them" structure of the language, variously combining several phrases into one and replacing the negative view of "them" with only a positive view of "us." Furthermore, they do not restore the censored line. This requires them to translate the vav beginning the next line, not as the disjunctive "but we bow…," in opposition to the nations' worship, but as a conjunctive. This yields a crucial change in the meaning of the paragraph, subverting its triumphalist message. One reading these liberal translations would not glean that the Hebrew repetitively compares the positive and unique role of Israel with the negative and errant views and roles of the non-Jewish Others. Thus they neutralize the essential anti-Otherness of the prayer by both deletion and "creative" translation.
The Conservative movement accomplishes this through translation because it prefers not to emend or delete central, traditional prayers. This particular prayer book specifically lists felicity to the Hebrew meaning, even when that may cause difficulty for the modern reader, as the first of seven principles of translation in its introduction. 83 Nonetheless, the prayer book offers the traditional Hebrew text of the prayer with an interpretive translation and commentary that would never give the worshiper the impression that Alenu contains negative statements about non-Jewish Others.
As mentioned above, the Reform and Reconstructionist prayer books each offer several modified versions of the prayer, but also include the Hebrew text and a translation of the traditional version. This is an interesting phenomenon, 83 Mahzor Lev Shalem, x. likely part of a recent trend of including more traditional texts and rituals in general within these liberal movements. One wonders, though, whether the editors of these prayer booksperhaps not unlike the editors of the Conservative prayer book -are preserving or re-introducing the traditional version of Alenu's text without the will or desire to fully consider the challenging theological implications within that text.
The approach to Alenu of the founder of the Renewal Movement, Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi , crystallized during the summer of 1974 at Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado, while he was on the faculty along with the poet Allen Ginsberg. Schachter-Shalomi's father died that summer, and he gathered a group of Jewish-Buddhistsincluding Ginsberg-to form a minyan (quorum) so that he could hold a worship service in his father's memory. I said the kaddish and then we said aleinu… In the middle of aleinu it was like lightning hit me. There's a line that goes, 'For they bow down to emptiness and void and we bow down to the king of kings, the holy one blessed be he.' Now usually it means, they bow down to gornisht mit gornisht (Yiddish: nothing with nothing), emptiness, void, stupid… But there, I read it:
They bow down to Emptiness… and Void… and we bow down to the King of kings… and both of these are legitimate ways. You can imagine how that hit me. That's a story I tell people who are involved in Buddhism. If you do meditation and you see deep in meditation what this is all about, you see that emptiness and void is just one look and king of kings is the other look. the negative image of the Others into the admiring and accepting approach that he first experienced at Naropa. That translation has influenced many Renewal worship groups. Jewish Renewal is the only non-Orthodox American group I know of that retained a version-albeit a completely transformed version-of the often-censored line, reading now "Some of us like to worship You as emptiness and void; Some of us want to worship You as King of Kings." This directly reflects Schachter-Shalomi's personal moment of enlightenment.
Schachter-Shalomi made another noteworthy revision to the text, namely, the Hebrew line shelo asanu kegoyei ha'aratsot, rendered in the contextual translation as "That he did not make us like the nations of the lands." First, he changed the spelling of shelo from ‫שלא‬ to ‫,שלו‬ thus emending the first half from "That he did not make" to "That he made us his," while preserving nearly the same pronunciation. Second, in the second half, he substituted the word im ("with") for the prefix ke-("like"), thus changing the meaning from "like the nations of the lands" to "with the nations of the lands." This he then translated, not literally as "That he made us his with the nations of the lands," but interpretatively as "You made us one with all of Life." The exegetical distance from the line's contextual translation, "That he did not make us like the nations of the lands," to "You made us one with all of Life" is quite obvious.
Like the four contemporary commentators surveyed in the previous section, the prayer books of all of the contemporary liberal Jewish movements in the United States moderate and temper the severe image of the Other in Alenu. In contrast, the contemporary Orthodox prayer book softens yet still affirms that negative image. This reflects the fact that more American Jews view the non-Jewish Other through a pluralist lens than any previous Jewish community in history. The treatment of Alenu in these modern prayer books is eloquent testimony to the vast change in Jewish perception of the Other across the centuries.
Conclusion
Settings and interpretations of Alenu from late antiquity through the Middle Ages embraced the prayer's negative image of the Other, even at times underlining it with demonizing expansions. However, starting in the modern period, with its potential for more integration of the Jewish community into gentile society, attempts were made to soften the adverse representation of the Other. In fact, nearly every one of the interpretations reviewed from the beginning of the modern period to the present attempted to diminish its harshness. Even without (vast) changes to the received text, this prayer's interpretations have changed, allowing it to accommodate a more pluralistic reality. The tension between particularism and universalism persists and at times is expressed in denial of the contextual meaning of the preserved Hebrew text, but many find ways to celebrate Jewish particularism without conveying a negative image of the Other.
